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GE DRAMA 



Beirut Tape 
Seen Bearing 
Few Details 

Experts Say Analysis 
May Be Inconclusive 



By Eleanor Randolph 

WMhngion Pbtt Sufi Water 

As the Defense Department and 
FBI began studying a 37 -second 
video transmission from Beirut to 
determine whether it showed the 
body of Lt. Col. William R. Higgins, 
television experts yesterday dis- 
agreed about how much information 
computer analysts could gather 
from the grainy footage of a bound 
and gagged body hanging from a 
rope. 

The videotape copies that were 
dropped off Monday at news bu- 
reaus in Beirut were driven to Da- 
mascus where they were trans- 
mitted by satellite to London and 
then to the United States. 

The result is that news agencies 
and government officials have a 
faulty picture that has been dis- 
torted at least somewhat by the 
copying process and the satellite 
transmissions, the experts said. 

“Generally, the quality becomes 
worse and worse and worse with 
each copy or ‘generation.’ The pic- 
ture becomes somewhat softer. 
Video noise become worse. Color 
starts to change its characteristics,” 
said Peter Dare, vice president of 
product operations for Sony Corp., 
a large Japanese electronics firm. 

Dare said that computer experts 
could probably tell how many times 
it had been copied, what kind of vid- 
eotape machine was used and 
whether the body dimensions 
matched those of Higgins. 

“But you probably could not tell] 
how old it was,” Dare said. The tape! 
may have been made months ago! 
and duplicated recently A 

Ed Turner, executive vice pres- 
ident of Cable News Network, said 
that analysts might be able to de- 

%T T » ^ 




, «urw 

Photo taken from a video transmission that terrorists say shows Higgins’s body. 



termine such things about the tape 
as “the time of day and the time of 
year [it was made] and from that 
they might be able to determine 
how current or recent [the hanging] 
is. 

“Perhaps they could even look at 
the density of the background for an 
idea of where it was taken,” Turner 
said, noting that different building 
products used in different areas 
could be identifiable. 

But others suggested that be- 
cause the videotape was of poor 
quality and may have been shot on 
tape that had been erased and re- 
used, it would be difficult to gain 
detailed evidence about whether 
the body was that of Higgins. 

“You’re already starting with a 
faulty picture, like a home video,” 
said Robert Burke, vice president of 
Worldwide Television News in Lon- 
don. 

The color in the videotape, which 
apparently came from an amateur 
video recorder, also began to fade 
with satellite transmission, several 
television experts said. 

One prominent expert on the use 
of computers to enhance videotapes 
said yesterday that most efforts at 
improving tapes to make them easi- 
er to view do not work as well for 
amateur videotapes. 



“You quickly run up against liin^ 
itations by the electronics,” said the 1 " 
expert, who asked not to be named/" 

Although the footage from the 
satellite is widely available, Pentad 
gon officials have said they are also^ 
trying to look at one of the copies of - 
the video distributed Monday in 
Beirut. Some news officials, how- 
ever, have said that sharing those 
“first generation” copies with U.£ 
officials could cause problems for ' 
journalists working in Beirut or oth-’ r 
er areas of the Middle East. 4 J 

Under an informal agreement by 
the news organizations with bu- 
reaus in Beirut, videotapes or state- 
ments from terrorist organizations * 
are routinely copied and shared 
with many other news organizations 

and widely disseminated by satel- r 
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lite. 

“When there is this sort of appal- 1 
ling propagandist action, the foot- 
age is widely distributed around the t 
national broadcasters,” said David' 
Kogan, managing editor of Visnews, ; 
which received one of the copies in 
Beirut. , n 

“We happened to be the receiving 
agency, but once those pictures are 
put onto [a satellite], they are avail- 
able to us, our competition ... 
whoever wants it,” Kogan said. ^ 
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i The Israeli statement insisted that Obeid was re- 
I sponsible for the kidnapping of Higgins, and a spokes- 
1 man said that Israel would not release him "under the 
pressure of terror or blackmail/ 

Reports that Higgins died before the Israeli capture 
of Obeid could not be confirmed. But two sources here 
said there were indications that Higgins had perished in 
December 1988, as his captors attempted to force him 
to sign a statement declaring that he was a CIA oper- 
ative. Israeli officials discussed this report with their 
U.S. contacts in February of this year, the sources said, 
and discovered that the U.S. intelligence community 
had received similar accounts. 



Senior security sources in Beirut 
agreed with suggestions that Hig- 
gins may have been killed some 
- time ago, and said other hostages, 
who may have died in captivity, will 
be accused as spies and threatened 
with “execution,” with the captors 
capitalizing on the crisis over 
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.Obeid’s disappearance. 



